From Faltering Arrow to Pistol Shot:
The Importance of Being Earnest Eva Thienpont SINCE 1966 , the editors of the Collins Complete Works of Oscar Wilde , often used as a reference book, have chosen to print the reconstructed four-act text of The Importance of Being Earnest rather than the better-known version in three acts. The authoritative French Pléiades edition (1996) followed suit, arguing, like Collins, that since Wilde converted his original four-act play into a three-acter at the instigation of George Alexander, the four-act version is the play as Wilde intended it to be. Here I should like to oppose this view, and suggest the reasons for considering the three-act version superior.
When one reads the scanty comments on the difference between the four-and three-act texts of The Importance of Being Earnest , it often seems as though the only change Wilde made was the deletion of the so-called Gribsby scene, in which a solicitor of that name arrives at Jack's country house to arrest 'Mr Ernest Worthing' for debt. 1 In a chapter of his book a play so economical in its language and effec quence'.3 Eltis has shown that through succee subverted the Victorian melodrama tradition he used as a base. Neither scholar has, however, devoted specific attention to the meaningful changes between the four-and three-act texts. This article will argue that, whereas the four-act play looked like a society comedy with parodie, Gilbertian airs, the play in its final three-act form has been made more subtle and more radical at the same time. As I will show, the final rewriting of The Importance of Being
Earnest effected a more poignant social subversion caused by a move towards absurdity, a fortification of the position of the play's women, and a heightened identification with Victorian stereotypes. When considering the revisions Wilde made to the original four-act text of The Importance of Being Earnest , it is good to take note of the fact that 'revision' in this case nearly always means 'shortening'. Wilde very rarely added to the text while reworking; he changed meanings and implications mainly by taking out words, sentences and sequences from the original text.
Taking out the Gribsby scene at George Alexander's request, Wilde decided to conflate the second and third acts of his play into one, resulting in a second act distinctly longer than the other two. Proof of the fact that the three-act version of The Importance of Being Earnest is not simply to be dismissed as 'Alexander's version' is that he also tackled the first and fourth acts, which the actor-manager had not complained about. Here, Wilde cut considerable portions of text that slowed down the play's pace. Their deletion tightens the textual fabric and increases the swiftness of the play. However, most portions removed did create remarkable effects, and it is rewarding to take a look at what they are and what happens when they are removed.
As a rule, Wildean comedies touched upon fin-de-siècle social debates such as the issue of 'good' and 'bad' women {Lady Windermere's Fan), the inequality of the sexes (A Woman of No Importance) and political corruption (An Ideal Husband).
These are plays with an undercurrent of seriousness: they call into question the Victorian stereotyped definitions of men and women, good and bad, and expose the shallowness and hypocrisy of contemporary society. In order to So, for example, the four-act play contained the character of Moulton the gardener, a figure so small and insignificant to the plot that he could easily be dispensed with. However, in the second act the gardener served to illustrate the condescension in the attitude of the aristocracy towards their servants, as Cecily felt it necessary to point out to Moulton that 'German is the language talked by people who live in Germany'. Moulton thus pro- Although Cecily's remarks seem innocent rather than calculated to shock, she nevertheless touches upon several issues that disturbed Victorian society at the end of the nineteenth century, namely the rise of socialism and the birth of feminism. Socialism in the public eye was often linked with feminism and New Womanhood. Although the connection between the two movements was less close than the public assumed, New Women were indeed inspired by socialist theories.4 The Rational Dress movement went against the grain of contemporary women's f lacing and became associated with women's lib stereotypically portrayed as 'badly dressed', t fashionable (male-dictated) clothes.5
This small dialogue in the four-act version hearted and funny enough, but actually contai upper-class short-sightedness. Cecily, as an ex aware of the changes taking place in society, that Rational Dress, notoriously unbecomin gaining support.
Glass tensions and the aristocratic fear of a also more keenly apparent in Lady Bracknell's than in the three-act text, when the latter insist the asses against the classes'.
Taking out such blatant -even if critical -ref the classes, Wilde also removes the atmospher that they entail. Lady Bracknell's references born, or at any rate bred, in a hand-bag, whe seems to me to display a contempt for the ordi that reminds one of the worst excesses of the ments so out of proportion that they undermin reduce it to absurdity. Lady Bracknell's awaren the upper class is exaggerated to such a point tha paranoid. Reducing the four acts to three, Wil a means of expression and creates a world sep a magic veil of humorous detachment.
Related to this is the removal of another striki namely the fact that the characters repeatedly with which they are confronted. An example act where Jack asks Canon Chasuble to christ on his christening at birth, since 'There are ci mention at present, connected with my birth think I was a good deal neglected. I certainly w at any rate.' In the three-act version the resp whether he has 'any grave doubts on the s 'I certainly intend to have.' The effect is entir version is conventional, submitting to the rule version's quizzical answer renders the cleric's se Another important manifestation of the split between the four-act
Cecily's actual behaviour, and her awareness of what is socially expected of her, occurs in the third act, where she discloses to Algernon that in the imaginary world of her diary they have been engaged for several months, and that he has been regularly writing to her. When he objects that he never wrote her any letters, she says:
You need hardly remind me of that, Ernest. I remember it only too well. I grew tired of asking the postman every morning if he had a London letter for me. My health began to give way under the strain and anxiety. So I wrote your letters for you, and had them posted to me in the village by my maid. I wrote always three times a week and sometimes oftener.
Cecily here comes up with a Victorian cliché which supposed women to be weaker and less healthy than men.8 She uses the cliché eagerly to make Algernon feel guilty, not knowing that in the first act he has already been informed by Jack that she is in the best of health, has a capital appetite, and goes for long walks.
In the revised three-act version, Cecily is presented in an entirely different way thanks to a tightened reply with a completely different implication: 'You need hardly remind me of that, Ernest. I remember only too well that I was forced to write your letters for you. I wrote always three times a week, and sometimes oftener.' Here, Cecily is impressively strong and determined: she immediately decides to take matters into her own hands. She does not invoke weakness to appeal to Algernon's manly feelings of protectiveness, but rather wins him by her pertinence and determination. The wail and cry for attention of the earlier text is turned into a dignified reproach.
The character of Cecily in the four-act text a Good Woman and a more experienced, kn version, she has developed into an innocent yo clever, self-confident and strong.9 The fourrepeatedly misreading metaphors and expressio Miss Prism says 'As a man sows, so let him rea don't sew. In the next act Algernon complains again into the cold world', Cecily responding month of July, is unusually warm'. These rem three-act play so that Cecily's innocence cannot Control of space, too, marks a significan three-act versions, the very conflation of the transmutation. The original second ac Jack's manor, the third in the drawing-ro and Algernon in the third act, Gwendole room and go into the garden. They challen by stating that they are too cowardly to d the fourth act the men have not respond surrender by re-entering the house. In the is preserved and Gwendolen and Cecily ret the men who make an attempt at conc whereas the women are first to speak. Th between the sexes that was not there in th Also greatly changed in the course of the f effect, is the character of Jack. If, in the ea based on the Melodrama Gendeman, the p manliness, an honest, industrious, seriou four-act text he is hardly recognisable as s in the game of the double life, confessing, 10 As a reaction, New Woman writers took g both clever and attractive, turning the war of into a 'sexy war': New Woman Fiction , p. 32.
In the early sketch, an incarnation of Gwen being a JP, 'a county-councillor: a churchward cannot dine at the Savoy restaurant because he amount of money, explaining, 'I must keep up one of those chaps who never pays a bill. H a week.' By the final version of the play Jack the original Melodrama Gentleman, inventing enable him to escape his responsibilities occasio while nothing points in the direction of his ev tional there.
Likewise, in the earlier text Jack participates in Algernon's game to such a degree that he acknowledges the existence of Mr Bunbury. When he wants to persuade Algernon to go back to London at the end of the second act, Jack puts forward such arguments as 'Bunbury is extremely ill, and your place is by his side.' In the corresponding passage of the final play, Jack can think of nothing better than to appeal to Algernon's more abstract sense of gendemanly behaviour ('Your duty as a gentleman calls you back'), but this produces no effect whatsoever on the dandy.
Finally, in the earlier version Jack is much closer to Algernon in the ease with which he lies. When questioned on the subject of Cecily, the earlier Jack, like his later incarnation, denies knowing anybody of that name but, unlike the later Jack, cautiously and shrewdly adds 'as far as I remember', thus enabling himself to invoke a defective memory if necessary. Moreover, he is given a short speech in defence of the lie as an act of genius: 'To invent anything at all is an act of sheer genius, and, in a commercial age like ours, shows considerable physical courage.' The argument is clearly reminiscent of the views expounded by Vivian in Wilde's essay The Decay of Lying, and is distinctly unconventional. Wilde's estimation of the lie as an art to be encouraged runs counter to Victorian (and Christian) rules of decent behaviour. In making Jack repeat his own views, Wilde marks him as a dandy and a rebel against society's laws.
Reworking the text in 1895, Wilde took care to remove every one of Jack's more obviously dandiacal traits. There are no more excesses at the Savoy, no more foie gras and champagne 'diet', and no more quick partaking in the logic of Bunburying. Wilde now invites the audience to identify Jack with the stock melodrama character of the Gentleman, only to disturb its stereotyped apprehensions: Jack is in fact conservative to the core, but as such has to have recourse to a double life from time to time. In the final version, conservative Victorian gentlemen prove unable to live up constantly to the seriousness and truthfulness expected of them.
Truthfulness, or indeed earnestness, is Wilde's main target in the play, and he ultimately calls upon the gendeman to establish the truth of masks.
In both versions, Jack thinks he has been lying when calling himself Ernest and pretending to have a brother, only to discover that his name is indeed
